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The US is at the center of a political scandal in Bolivia, accused of interfering in the country's
internal affairs. The scandal, which has cost two Cabinet ministers their jobs, began when a judge
dismissed charges against Italian Marco Marino Diodato, the husband of a niece of President Hugo
Banzer. Diodato was accused of heading operations of the Sicilian Mafia in Bolivia. The US strongly
criticized the court's ruling, and accused the information minister of influencing the decision.
In Santa Cruz de la Sierra, 300 km east of La Paz, drug- court Judges Carlos Roca Ribero, Lilly
Salazar Valverde, and Richard Vargas found Diodato and six others innocent of cocaine production
and trafficking. Diodato, 35, was arrested last year after he was caught cloning cellular telephones
(see NotiSur, 1999-07-02, 1999-09-10).
The Fuerza Especial de Lucha Contra el Narcotrafico (FELCN), with information from the US Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA), charged Diodato with directing the Santa Cruz Connection, a
network of the Sicilian Mafia in Bolivia. Police also accused him of tapping the communications of
anti- drug agents, operating cocaine labs, and filming government officials and politicians in sexual
encounters with prostitutes in a five-star Santa Cruz hotel, allegedly to blackmail them.
Diodato's attorney claimed the cocaine labs were on a Bolivian farm when the Italian bought it. The
court agreed, saying that the property had not been used for drug-related activities since before
Diodato acquired it. The judges ruled insufficient evidence existed against Diodato and the other
defendants, who included Italians, Bolivians, and Argentines.
Diodato remains jailed on the charges of illegal gaming and cloning cell phones. He calls the charges
political slurs aimed at damaging the president and says only a trial in the US can clear his name.

US Embassy reacts to ruling
The day after the decision, a US Embassy press release said, "The investigation of Marino Diodato
represented an enormous achievement in the joint efforts of law enforcement agencies of the
US and Bolivia." It added that "the US government will continue pressuring Bolivia to make
advancements in judicial reforms to allow the Bolivian judiciary to act with independence and
authority in dealing with drug-related crimes."
The local press reported that the US Embassy pressured the Banzer administration to fire
Information Minister Jorge Landivar, saying "a source in the anti-drug fight" said he had influenced
the decision to acquit Diodato.
Banzer called for Landivar's resignation on March 10, and the government said it agreed to ask him
to resign to preserve good relations with the US. "We have no evidence that Landivar influenced
the not- guilty ruling, but the US Embassy pressured for him to be removed from the government,"
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said Interior Minister Walter Guiteras. Landivar resigned, saying he was innocent but preferred
to "sacrifice himself" rather than cause problems for the administration. Former foreign minister
Ronald MacLean replaced him.
The Bolivian government admitted irregularities in the trial, criticized the acquittal, and appealed
the verdict. Banzer distanced himself from Diodato, saying solid evidence existed against him, and
called for a full investigation.
Representatives of Bolivia's executive, legislative, and judicial branches have asked the US Embassy,
without success, to produce evidence that Landivar interfered in the decision. Landivar is the second
minister to be dismissed in connection with the Diodato case. Carlos Subirana, former minister of
justice, was forced to resign in August 1999 for interfering in the judicial process against another
suspected member of the Italian Mafia in Bolivia.
On March 19, administration leaders and members of the opposition asked that the videos and
photos, supposedly in the custody of anti-drug agents, of politicians and business leaders engaging
in sex with prostitutes be turned over to the judiciary as evidence of criminal activity by Diodato.
"Diodato treated them as friends, taking them to the hotel suites, but then he filmed them for the
purpose of blackmailing them," said Bolivian anti-drug czar Guillermo Canedo. Deputy Fernando
Kieffer said the material should be turned over to a judge or the public minister.
Landivar, now a deputy, agreed, saying he will ask the legislative committee to investigate the video
scandal. Diodato denied the existence of any videotapes. "Libelous trash keeps coming out by way
of interested parties and a hundred more things will follow," he said.

Politicians angry at US pressure
The friction between the US and Bolivia was unusual, considering Bolivia's strong support for US
efforts to fight drug trafficking, and US officials' praise of the government's success in reducing coca
production.
On March 22, Deputies Andres Solis Rada and Eduardo Paz of the Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA)
accused Foreign Minister Javier Murillo and Guiteras of "tolerating the open interference of a
foreign embassy in internal matters." The deputies said that Congress should summon them
because they allowed "the continuous deterioration of the national sovereignty" by not rejecting
US Ambassador Donna Hrinak's allegations against Landivar. [Sources: Spanish news service EFE,
02/28/00, 02/29/00, 03/12/00; Associated Press, 03/10/00, 03/12/00; The Bolivia Times, 03/16/00; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 03/11/00, 03/20/00; Reuters, 03/10/00, 03/21/00; Notimex, 02/28/00, 03/10/00,
03/22/00]
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